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 Digital Inclusion in Texas Conference Meeting Report 
A Conference and Colloquium, April 26-27, 2013 

LBJ School of Public Affairs, Telecommunications and Information Policy Institute 
By Jerry Kurtyka 

 
The Digital Inclusion in Texas Conference, April 26-27 at the LBJ School of Public Affairs, Austin, was 
attended by about 100 people representing organizations, government and academics involved in public 
access computing.  Enthusiasm was high and there was intense discussion and questions following 
speaker and panel sessions.  So much was covered that it is difficult to summarize in a few pages.  
Rather than summarize every presenter’s  content,  I  will  focus  my  report  on  what  I  thought  to  be  the  
highpoints of the conference. The actual conference presentation papers and slides are posted at:  

http://communication.utexas.edu/tipi/digital-inclusion-texas-speaker-contributions 

A major item of good news for the City of Austin was the announcement that Google, that is promoting 
its Google Fiber initiative, has announced that Austin will be next city to be installed. Austin is calling it, 
“Big  Gig.”  This is a gigabit home service to compete with established cable and Wi-Fi systems. Austin 
has austinfree.net as its public internet access service, part of the Texas Connects Coalition that includes 
Houston, San Antonio and rural areas with 92 Public Computer Centers (PCCs) deployed among the 
partners.   

A group of LBJ graduate students participated in in a study that evaluated the impact of the Texas 
Connect Coaltion BTOP program and presented their findings.  I commented to them that I wished I had  
access to those findings before beginning our Virtual Village program, because our experience has 
validated nearly everything they subsequently discovered, only ours was by trial-and-error. Their 
research aimed at determining how public computer centers serve vulnerable and underserved 
populations and contribute to closing the digital divide among users. They surveyed 18 sites, 82 user 
interviews and 34 staff interviews focusing on the overall institutional ecosystem of Texas Connects, the 
BTOP grantee for these partner sites.  Their  conclusions  emphasized  “word  of  mouth”  promotion  of  PCC  
access and other recommendations, including: 

 Metrics and accountability 
o Measuring referrals, repeat users, new users (and whether they return) 
o Usage 

 Putting resources where needed most 
o Rebalance computers and training 
o Address transportation challenges 

 Identifying and attracting new potential beneficiaries 
o No  “one-size-fits-all”  method  for  increasing  volume  of  users 
o Importance of site-specific strategies 

http://communication.utexas.edu/tipi/digital-inclusion-texas-speaker-contributions
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In terms of our Virtual Village experience, we certainly encountered these issues and responded about 
like the students recommended.   In retrospect, we might have done a better job of rebalancing 
resources based on usage, and considered the transport issue in planning PCC sites along bus routes.  
EPPL apparently did a good job in its Virtual Village partner selection as the partners complement each 
other and do not significantly overlap or compete.  I received many complements on the success of our 
Virtual Village project. 

Jay Schwarz, an FCC economist, discussed the future of public internet access models as the FCC wants 
to catalyze investment in gigabit speed broadband.  He outlined a model that is a spectrum of access 
opportunities.   

 

This elicited a discussion of what drives internet adoption today after it has become nearly a household 
necessity for those who can afford it.  I suggested that ubiquitous and free  public broadband access still 
lacks  the  “killer  app”  that  drove  demand  for personal computers in their early days (it was VisiCalc – the 
first spreadsheet).  Perhaps it will be the Smart Grid, perhaps ObamaCare, perhaps a national security 
crisis, but it does not exist yet.  For that matter, 16 states including Texas have outlawed municipalities 
from providing ISP services.  In the case of Texas (§ 54.202) the prohibition is on providing for-sale ISP, 
not free service such as Digital El Paso.  The FCC does not see it as their role to pre-empt state laws, 
although they have done so in the case of RF emmisions from cellular towers.  

One of the more stimulating presentations was given by Alan Inyoue of the American Library Association 
who examined public internet access through the lens of the public library.  40% of libraries report that 
their broadband speed is insufficient to meet user demand and experience the difficulty of licensing 
content, specifically e-books.   A major library challenge for the future is how well can we address the 
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digital literacy question at the higher-end of the cognitive spectrum, as digital devices tend to shorten 
attention  spans  by  reducing  thought  to  “tweets”  and  “texts”.      Alan  proposes  that  we  revision  (or  revisit)  
the role of the library as a public space that enables contemplation and reflection - thoughtful activities 
important to creative and analytical work, global competitiveness, and ultimately a high quality of life.  
This approach would promote library services on the internet as an access point for higher-end 
technology  that  many  people  don’t  have  at  home  to  facilitate  information  search,  integration  and  
application.  I immediately thought of our planned efforts for TeenTown as a perfect example of this 
high-end information retrieval married to creative effort.  Also what Tony Santos is doing at La Fe with 
their internet radio/TV studio.  

Laura Breedon of NTIA (our BTOP grant officer Tim  Kelly’s  boss)  said  there  is  no  coordinated  Federal 
policy re: the BTOP wind down. The NTIA is trying to identify people in other agencies who might be 
interested in combining funds but there is no guarantee of this happening.  

The second day of the conference focused on evaluating the impact of PCCs and consisted of 
presentations by academics who study this field and their findings.  Also the impact of federal policies 
on broadband adoption.  At the international scale, internet cafes are 6:1 the most popular and 
available form of public internet access on the planet.  Only in the US are libraries the most popular 
form of public internet access.     

We learned that most people learn of PCC access by word of mouth or what Amit Schejter discerned as, 
“The consumption of information creates for the participants’ social groups—or 
information/communication circles… Information seeking is social, based on trust in others – the ‘two 
step flow’ of contemporary media.” This  is  a  scholar’s  way  of  saying  that  people  like  to  have  others  
around when they use a PCC or take a class. Having a PCC is not enough and users expressed their 
frustration at their inability at times to fully utilize PCCs as a result of their limited know-how.  The need 
for a PCC mentor  is  crucial  to  access  for  the  “have-less”  segment  of  the  social  order.   

John Bertot of the University of Maryland conducted an extensive library survey and concluded that 
libraries have a role to play in community transformation in critical areas of need such as education, 
economic and workforce development, health and wellness, community/civic engagement.  Clearly 
these are areas in which our Virtual Village has excelled in its BTOP effort in El Paso.  

The last panel was on Federal policies and their Impact on access to broadband internet connection.  
The various BTOP PCC projects comprised the smaller part of BTOP funds expended with the majority of 
spending going to infrastructure projects. The overall BTOP PCC program focused on specific 
implementation goals such as number of PCCs established, computers deployed, training hours 
delivered and people trained.  It was stated that these measures are nearly useless at addressing the 
main question of interest to the policy maker: what was the causal impact of the program on broadband 
adoption and usage?  Did people actually learn something that made a difference to their lives and what 
is that worth versus the cost of the BTOP programs?  Few such studies have been done and of those few 
the results indicate no changes between before and after with respect to increased broadband 
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awareness, home Internet access through either a computer or smartphone, or high speed home fixed-
line broadband.  

As far as Federal subsidies for broadband adoption, it was found that the major such program, E-Rate, 
does not show much in the way of effect on broadband except in the most rural areas.  Broadband 
adoption has not changed much between 2009 and 2013 with The Pew Internet and American Life 
Project putting home broadband adoption at 66% in April 2012. The typical non-adopter, when asked 
about the main reason for non-adoption, said that it was cost most often (36%), followed by (22%) 
digital literacy, and then (19%) lack of relevance. So the issue of adoption is more nuanced than 
originally believed by policy makers but not unsolvable especially when compared to the opportunity 
cost of digital exclusion in functions such as job search, applying for benefits, and upcoming in 
healthcare.   

The bottom line is that future broadband public access programs, if they are to be funded by Federal 
subsidies, will have to be structured so as to show the impact on target populations of broadband 
adoption and use, not just the implementation numbers we report in our BTOP efforts.  For example, if 
we train 120,000 people at a cost of $8.4MM, how many of them actually continued to use public access 
or subscribed to an internet service and are using internet access one year later?  And what is the cost 
per person of those who successfully adopted?  These are the evaluative questions to expect in future 
broadband grant programs.   

 

 


